Still immunodetectable nuclear RNPs are extruded from the cytoplasm of spontaneously apoptotic thymocytes.
The fate of different nuclear ribonucleoprotein (RNP) components was investigated during spontaneous apoptosis of thymocytes using specific monoclonal antibodies against snRNPs, hnRNPs, and ribosomal proteins at light and electron microscopy levels and by flow cytometry. It was found that, during apoptosis, nuclear RNP-containing structures (perichromatin granules, interchromatin granules, and perichromatin fibrils) segregate in the interchromatin space and cluster into heterogeneous aggregates of granules in which some of the structures may still be recognized morphologically. Along with the progress of apoptosis, the clusters are extruded from the nucleus into the cytoplasm, from which they are finally released via cytoplasmic extrusions. At all these stages, RNPs inside the clusters are always recognized by specific antibodies, even when they bleb out of the cell surface, thus suggesting that degradation of RNPs might be only partial during apoptosis. This could be potentially harmful in genetically susceptible subjects, as the appropriate MHC class II molecules may capture and present normally cryptic self-peptides. It is tempting to speculate that this event might have implications in the etiology of autoimmune diseases.